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TESTIMONY OF JAMES P. STEYER
PRESIDENT, CHll..DREN NOW

BEFORE THE
FEDERAL COMMUNICATIONS COMMISSION

HEARINGS ON
THE CHILDREN'S TELEVISION ACT I. '- ...;, L:, ~

JUNE 28, 1994 ;~s· v.. : 15 1- :::
. I II ...

Mr. Chairman, Commissioners: Good morning. My name is Jim Steyer, and I am

the Founder and President of Children Now, one of the nation's lefJiij Mrrt~JrlM
children's policy and media organizations.

When the Children's Television Act was frrst passed, offering a strict definition of

"educational or informational" programming seemed unnecessary. But since then,

we've seen that one person's silly cartoon can be another person's educational

program. And that's why we're here this morning.

The time has come for the FCC to offer new rules or a new policy statement

revising current guidelines. If problems persist despite those new guidelines, the

FCC should consider appointing an educational committee to review contested

submissions.

The FCC's guidelines should begin by laying out examples of the kinds of

programming content that will clearly and unambiguously meet the criteria of the Act.

One example that we believe the Commission should encourage is news and current

affairs shows for kids.

Access to timely, high quality news and information programming about current

events is vital to the social and political development of children. That need is not

currently being met.

Earlier this year, Children Now convened a major national conference of leading

academics, children's experts and news media leaders at Stanford University, on the

issue of children and the news media. We conducted a national poll of young people

regarding their use of the media, as well as a substantive content analysis of how the

adult news covers children. We discovered from kids themselves that when children



are forced to tum to the adult news for their information, it often has a detrimental

effect on them, creating fear, anger and depression among many young people. We

also found that the mainstream news media does not sufficiently address children's

need or desire for information on the issues that most concern them. One of the key

conclusions of the conference was that children ought to have the option of watching

news programs designed specifically for them.

There is some programming that meets this need today, but not very much. The

networks have sponsored specials for children about current affairs, but no ongoing

news for kids is available there. Last year, ABC announced that they hoped to have

such a program on the air in this fall's lineup. That lineup was recently released, and

no such show was included. The two standouts in kids' news are on cable: Linda

Ellerbee's Nick News and CNN's Real News For Kids -- the latter of which has just

been cancelled by the Turner Broadcasting System. Clearly, broadcasters need to do

more.

A second kind of television show that would clearly qualify as educational are

shows designed primarily to enhance children's "cognitive" abilities. Shows that help

teach kids to read or to count, that teach children geography, math or science, would

clearly fulfl11 the goals of the Children's Television Act.

Programs that are specifically designed for kids and that contribute to their

"affective" learning are important and valuable as well, but it is here that children's

advocates, the FCC and broadcasters run into trouble, and it is here where this

Commission will need to offer clear guidance. "Mfective" education teaches

children values and behavior. Obviously, there are many of us here this morning who

feel that a lot of what is on television today runs the risk of teaching children negative

values and behavior -- condoning the use of violence, promoting sexual or racial

stereotypes. At the same time, many programs also offer positive role models for

young people, and broadcasters deserve credit for those shows. The question is

whether they deserve that credit under the Children's Television Act.

Current guidelines state that any program designed for children which furthers

either their "cognitive/intellectual" or "sociallemotional development" qualifies under

the core programming requirements. These guidelines need to be tightened. New

guidelines should not rule out any particular television format, such as animation,

Page 2



drama, or even comedy. But the critrical point is that new guidelines must require

that any program submitted under the core requirement serve a primarily educational

purpose.

Finally, a few remarks to those here today representing the television broadcast

industry. The access you have to our children's hearts and minds is unprecedented,

and the power of your influence is enormous. We all know that television .k.Wl be just

a time-filler for kids, and in some cases can actually have a detrimental impact. But

we also know something else very important about television. Television~ be a

very powerful tool for learning.

Today, with the Children's Television Act, those of you in the broadcast industry

have the power to dramatically recast the role of television in children's lives. So I

urge you: fill your entertainment programming for kids with positive, prosocial

messages -- yes. But do much more. Turn the incredible pool of talent at your

disposal to an indisputably positive goal: the education of our children. Ignite an

explosion of innovative, creative, truly educational programming. Go beyond what

will just get you by with the FCC. Step up to the plate and make a real difference for

kids. All of our futures depend on it.

Thank you very much.
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May, 1994

Dear Friends,

In early MarcIl, ] 994, we were privileged to host the National Conference on Children and the

News i"f.edia at Stan/ord Univer~ity. Our co-hosts were Stanford University and the UCLA

Center for Communication Policy. This landmark event brought together many ojthe nation's

top reporters, news executives, media critics and children's advocates to examine the' impact of

the news media on the lives 0/ kids.

Tile conlerencc scssjons ,hx~usedon a series of key questions:

Is the news media#s coverage of violence excessive, or does the news merely

reflect reality? • What is the impact of this violence on kids? • How can we

encourage more quality news programs directed at kids? • How can we

encourage more substantive coverage of important kids' issues that are often

overlooked by the news media?

First La,ly lIillmy Rod/Jam din ton 's thoughtful and detaile,l address to the conference,

delivered live via interactive sateJJite, indicated that carej~l attention is being paid to these

critical issues at the very highest levels ofgovernment.

Tlll's r.zport is mearll to help continue tlw debate and inspire aciion. One tIling that became

clear to us )ur;ng tile con!er12ncc is lUJW rnU()l one person can do to turn tile tide: one

enterprising journalist, on.z d.zt.zrmined advocate, one committed news executive can make a

difj~rence.

Speaking of making a difference, we are v.zry pleased to be able to report that three of the

cllildren who participated in tIle conj~rence, Shaunha Graham, Shaunnah Ray ,md Connie

Llamas, llave joined tlw Ch ildren 's Express news bureau in Oakland, California, and will soon

be beginning tlwir own careers as journalists.

W'ehope you enjoy this report, and we look forward to hearing your tllOughts.

(~ lblJi [~l wee illl

VI. illldl thee
N e ~y§ 1YJLr~ ~l TI VI.

'---'

James p, Steyer
Founder 6! Presi,lent
Children Nou·

Donald Kennedy
Board ellair
CI,ilJren NOle

.Geoffrey Cowan
Founding' Bo~rd lvtemhcr

cJ,ilJr"n Nou:
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Journalists are in the' business uf

cU\'L'rin,;: realih', ,11Tn't tl1<'y'l ,\nll

reality 1S 11<11 ",hi]ll-pro(lr.

purliL~ularly in a world \vbere an

average of 13 children llie £rUIn

shootings every clay and even

shupping mall Sanlas receive death

tl11'eals. :'loreover, ill the hallowed

interest of a free and fair press,

journalists arc trained not to treat

anybOlly differently. "Kids are just,

part of a 11U,;:e audience tl,at feels misrepresented by

the press," said Van Gordon Sauler, pre;:ident of rox

\'ew;:. "(,'ur job is to present tIll' news. \X'e can't lw

fOn11l1;: [or cvcry group tryin,;: to IIelp everyone," saiJ

W'alter Goodman, televisio;l crilic for The New York

school. Slumber parlies aren't safe. As bds grow older

they tune OLll a slh.:icly depided Illustly al its welrsl.

AdulLs tune tl1cm out. "The image you gel of bids in

the news is cross the street if you see one coming," said

Washinglon Post reporter Juan

Williams.

SULh lalb about lluty ami ohjedi\.i'ty, howe\er, clashes

>\·itb tIle way the press is doing its job. The number of

crime slories dOll bled on the netw01'ks last year, even

thoLlgh national crir'ne rates remained the same. And

wIlde Lrirne clInollg juvC'niles is on tIle rise, it is

, overplayed. A chilJren 0Jow study found lhal nearly

ball' of news slories about children depicted them as

vidims or perpetrators of Lriml', >\,hilc fewer lhan fUllr

Juan Williams

w~shington Post Reporter

:::ensatiol1al ~t(1rie5 boust 1l1Cllia ratirh~s

- ---- alHl fear anti anxiety anl0n~

youn,;: pcople. A recent Chilllrcn

:\ ow poll of 8SU youngsters

across tl1e country found t],at over

haH of lhem reportcJ feeling

afraid, depresseJ or angry after

watching or reading the news.

A.nel no wonder. Look at the news

tluough a child's eyes. There is a

bogeyman wllO eats kiJs up; he

lives ill ,\ililwaukee. Priest;: arc

perverts. Gunmen bill stUllcnls in

h,,,,,_
(;,,1,_

Sad/Depressed

obvioLls is tilat

I l renlain;: tll be seen whelher sucll co\'cra,;:e aclually

increases criminal beba\'ioL' in juveniles. But wl,at is

•

ex anJ violence. Add cbilJren to the lir,ed old

formula, and 'you have the news story of the

90s. Gon~ are the days when Llle press relegated kids

to winning spelling bees or popping into the world as

quintuplels. Today the media lreats

young peopl~ much tbe same way it

treats otber people: as victims or

villains. Advocates for children begged

last year for tnore L'O\'l'rag~ uf crucial

issues li!.:e beallb and welfare. \\('bal

the y got ins tea II was a 11 Ulll bin g

procession of slories about teens

killing leens, a tattooell I,idnapper

killing a girl, rich brolhers killing

tl1eir parents, amI an inferno killing

young c'ult 111embers in \X'aco. Just to

niention a few gory highligbts.

A!,aidAngry

DOES THE NEWS MAKE YOU FEEL••.
(% saying yes)

0%

~";(}"u
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P ....rlck M. Roddy,

Executive Producer ABC News

Our parents sat in movie theaters and

watclled news reels of waving soldiers in

jeeps during World War II - today's

cbildren sit in living rooms and watch

dead American soldiers dragged Lluougb

the clusly streets of Mogaclisllu. Parents

bave little control over tbe immediate

and relendess parade of violence

beamed into tl1eir children's homes.

But reportL'rs can provide chi1llren Lope [or resolving

problems. "We neecl to tal"e ila step fUrlber. Wllat are

tlw [',,,,il;\'(' ,tories \\'(' ,'an tell'l" asbcd :'vlilli ;\1arlinez,

executive producer at K""-BC T\' in

Los Angeles. ShaunliaGrabam, ] I,

sees plenty of violence on the _streets

arouncl him. j Ie wants news about a

cover the mlH111ting to]] of deaths without llelving into

til'" root causes. Once neglecled, inner-city YOUdlS are

now a one-dimensi.o£Jal crime story. ivlore than 73

percent of African-American children polled agreed

that whenever they see African-American and Latino

people in the news they are usually involved in crime,

'drugs or some other problem. That is one reason

Carole Simpson, an ABC anchor,

goes out of her way to include positive

anecdotes about minority cllildren in

ber reports.

differen l kind of world. "j dO!l't just

wanna see another kill llying [0-1'

- drugs," Shauntia said. "I wanna

bnow tbat l<ids are gonna live to see a

better tomorrow." idler all.

sometimes people really clo live

happily ever after. Kids neecl lo see

that on tlle news, too.

Even journalists agreed that coverage of cnme IS

superficial. "The media does a very bad job of telling

the whole story," said Narda Zacchino, ass~clate editor'

of the Los Angeles Times. T al<e gang violence. Tbe

press missecl tbi~ story for years - maybe because the

teens dying were poor, blacb or Latino. I\ow tl1at bids

billing bills mabes a hot topic, too rnany repljrlers

percent tOIlched on their economic WOliS. With 14

million American children living in poverty, even a

rookie reporter can see that the media is missing the

real story. The reason is simple: violence sells. These

days, with growing competition from cable, "television

is more desperate than ever to pander to the basest

instincts of its audience: anything witll bang-bang and

blood," said veteran newsman Daniel

Schorr.

Competitive pressures ami llealliines

are toughest ,d. the local TV news

stations. Producers at tilt" national

networks are tloing a better job or

attempting to make news programs

wllat Patricl" M. j\'oddy, an executive

producer at ABC News, called

"family-safe." \'('llen I\'mldy producell

Coml ~lorning America, he looked

through [oolage of the bombing of

Raghflad and weeded out tbe most

grues-olne 5hot:::-, 'II don't wanl any piece of \~iden going

on till' air tbat isn't acceptahle for a motller witll a

nine year-old and a llahy to \\'atcb td tll(..' LrcllkLl:,;{

lable," he sa id. 0 lher lHoadca sters, llOwever, are

reluetantto follow suit. Creatin;: news fit to be seen by

il 13 year-old, Sauter said, would he '\oIlullercially

disastrous. "
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L.-7Ls 0/ kids I k'TLllf are s(1ying [i..·Jh!17 tilLy gr'ou' up tllCy U'tHH/(7 l,e l7 9L11l9::;fer,

pL'(lple 1,:ke L,n }IT. ;\T(lt nIL'. Tlh?!'~ imnlL?turc ..\ly role lnode! ;5 sports like ,\[icluh,1 !lJrLL1J7. 1nl 90;n9

te' be e1l1 atMete I/ I fwrl my klle" M sometl1il/g, u11Y d,ell I'll be a p/7110sopf/er.

sl100tin' because that'swhal gets sky I,igl, ratings but tl1Cy don't sl10w it if somebody 0/ color

But you know, tlley don 'I 1.2110n 11' u.fwt's tIle good tl1ings. TIleY SIIOW a black person or a /'atino

HOll' come black kids never get kidnapped hke Polly Klaas? }daybe nobody lcants liS.. I/ Illere

WAS a black Polly Klaas, would she be on IV? I don't think so.

TV news, except tl'is is real.

lIe Jic(l. 1 sau' people get hit u,~ith bats anti stu,ij-anL-I n10rc rnurde~s. It's L'cry sirni/arto uJzat's on

acJlI"eves something~ It makes nw feel discrirninated against.

There's a crack hOllse on my comer and drug dealers selhng stull to people in cars. / see people

My school u'indows are covered with plastic and hars so you nee,] a sledgellammer to get out.

Shauntia Graham knows a lot" for an eleven year old. He's bright, confident and

knows how to ask'adults tough questions. He also' knows llOw to hit the ground when

he hears gunfire near his Oakland aparbnent, because children get shot if they're in

the way. lIe has no interest in girls, like that, but just in case he knows how to use the

condotll his mom gave llim. He knows some people thinI.t the odds are against a young

black tllale from the inner-city like him, lJUt 11e's gonna lo1eep 011 winning baseball

medals and writing poetry anyway.

gambling a",] slJOoting. One night r lzeard a hundre(j sllOtS outsi,]e my window. I didn't get to see

the body but '/ saw the blood When / went to tIle comer store u'itl, my sister tllese guys ran in an,]

pulled another guy out. They ll-ere beating 11im with slicks and poles. There was blood el'erywllere.

A JF1lJl£\UlIN~ li])h]JI(])§([J)jphceJr
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working." Some reporters are taking an unorLhodox

approach. They report as teams and are not afraid to

pommel their readers nol jusL wrLh one front page

story, but with an endless series. The

Detroit Free Press' "Children first"

project, the Arizona Republic's

"Saving Arizona's CI,ildren" and

ABC's "American Agenda" all

challenge their public 10 lhink more

deeply about policy. "TIle media is

forming a real attention span about

tbese issues," said Cathy Trosl,

director of the Casey Journalism

CenLer at the llniversity of Maryland.

Lihe Walter Cronhite announcing the

daily body count of the Vietnam War

on CBS every nighl, "it's in your

face," says Trod. TI, e images, of

course, are even nlore potent when

they're 'on tl,e tube. "The role of the

media is b)

focus on the darkest corners of

our socidy, wi, ere tbe biggest

problenls are, to create a sense

of outrage so people are

galvani~~J into action," says

Andrew Heyward, executive

producer of "Eye to Eye witb

Connie Chung."

111 reality, most news stories

don't move people to act. Or

even to think. While many in

PIJ:I here's a media war being waged. But it's not

... over circulation or advertisers. It's about saving

the nation's children. In Chicago, both papers are

Van Gordon Saute,,_ President of Fox NeW's

Some reporters areaetually breaking out of that

protective pack. They are tackling more complex

stories and exposing the real roots of the crises facing

kids. As Britton reminds liS, "A lot of tbis is about

poverty. It's about racism. It's abouL our society not.

crusatling against tl,e murder of children. Across the

country, over 30 newspapers and TV stations have

created a cbildren's beal and Time and i\ewsweeh are

suddenly putting kids' issues on tl,e cover. "It's time

for journalists Lo come out of their protective shells,"

says Dennis Britton, editor of the Chicago Sun-Times.
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public and lawmakers t 11aL tlley

pushed tluough systemic eJucaLional

reform.. AL its best, the media docs

influence policy l~eplHters mold

beliefs when L111' p\lllli, Lac ,1(111('

a chilJren's issue ilml helpe(] Jd"ell a

California initiative that would have

imposed severe culs. And in

Kenluc];:y, a year-long ~crie5 on

cbilclren':; issues so inflanled

Part of the problem is that the press is quick to jump

on a sensational story and loath Lo examine its policy

implications. That kind of in-deptb n:porLing involves

cutting througb red tape. figuring out who is to

blame. Weighing apples anJ oranges. for instance, if

l'eported well, a story on California's new "Three

Stril.:es' uime bill would point out that its sS.711il1ioll

an ideal imagl' "I" I Ie,HI :-=tarl

recent rcsearcb ilHlicutins:: ~Olnl'

quality problems in the program

hardly put a dent in its public

persona. On tIle other hand, the

media's preoccupation with crack babies led manv in

the public tofocus on crack as the only exphnation for

infant mortaliLy. To many, it seemed fruitless to

support prenatal care or otller efforLs to prevent infant

mortality. In thal instance, the media's inlense focus

un crdck edipsel] attention on other irnportant issues.

"The press can playa negative and destructive role,"

says C11iUren :\ow executive director Lois Sa1isbu~y.

"It took years to rehabilitate pre-natal care."

The key to writing abouL policy

issues is to make tbem as

interesting as the Tony~-Nancy

feud. And it can be done. A Los

Angeles Times series exploding

tlle myths about welfare cast it as

aclually centered on policy. And only

? percent of all the stories dealt with

kids in poverty, even though 70

percent of Lllose on welfare arc

cllildren. "If we do our jobs well, we should be

framing policy [or people," says John DeNatale,

senior producer at the l'hcNeiliLehrer News Hour.

"But i[ you dropped someone from ;vIars and you lolJ

them there is a crisis Lllat 11as to

do with children and let dIem

figure out what it is, they would

say iL involves a WOlllan named

Tonya and a woman named

Nancy."

the news media are sounding the

public alarm aboul kids and violence,

other issues of public policy - even

when LIley affect kids - are o[len

ignored_ In [ael, 48 percenl of all

television stories and 40 percent o[

all newspaper stories about kids

concern crirne, according to a recent

chilJren ~ ow analysis. Tlle study

found that only one story in duee

had anything to do with policy. Even

fewer sLories - one in four - were

------------------- -- -------------~~=
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TEN MOST WANTED

1. Kids Without I{ilaltkCare. HOw kids are hitrt;,;g'inJho'wthey win
beal!ecteiby the Clinto,n Pla~ attd other p~posals. .

2. How. Kids ream. How the ch'allenge a/reform should b~,~nJis,

frans/onning what happens for kids' in the classroom.

3. Stw<sed Out At Six Months or Six Years. what's a daylikefor 'the child

whose parent is jU99li~9Work, hqusework and "qualityfamily time?",

4. Lea;nTo Be a Real Criminal in Tuvenile lail. How the;uvenile
correctional system perpptuates cMU abuse and ends up being the best

training ground for criminals.

Can it an advocah?'s' "wish list," 'Or Missi~n Impossible, Impossible only
because thes~kinJs of stories~ the ones advocates ~onsider th~ te~ :nost .
under-reported ~tories about kids ·-.,chall~~the miJia to, redefine what' is

seen asnewswortJ,y.

7. Racial and Sexual Stereot!lPes.'The gender gap. and race gap are alim2
and well in the media andth" classroom, .

8. Dad, 'I lust 1hrew Up, How does a <!''Orking family cope when a child is

sick?

5. ('an M~m Afford to Work?' Gm She A{ford Not To? T/l€utruggles of
working poor families on the 'border of &.conomic viability and how those
struggles affect kids.' 'The inadequate supply of cJziJdc~re options /or mothers
who need or want t~ work. .

6, Child-Friendly Urban Planning.])o urban planners or businesses think
much about kid; when they decide 10 build housing, relocal~ off;ces and plants,

·or pl~n mas.s lran~it?

9. Poverty Is a children's Issue. Seventy percent of those on welfare are
chilJrlln. Ho'w does a~ unwillingness to contend with adults' economic

sitUfltions affect kids? ..

10. Ho~ We Treat the Most Important pe~~le. Teachers, child- care
workers and pediatricians are. all underpaid and treated with less 'espect
tl'an other professionals,inclttdingdog'catch"rs, How much do we invest in
II",se whocare for our kids compared loother nations and (ilh"r cultures?

ABC New..

Carole Sl~pson,

Those st01~es also take a lot of work ami are difficult to

sell to editors. Children'" i"wes like women'" issue" ­

are still considered "oft news. To get good play, all to often

reporters would rather regurgitate the rhetoric they are fed

by politicians, They also feel more comfortable bolding

individuals solely responsible for tragic situations than

acknowledging the role economics and inslilulions play.

"The media are lazy and don't do a terribly good job," says

Heyward. Advocates need to do a better job tob. They have

to find stories that are emblematic of issues, because, as

Heyward says, "stories are the currency news people deal

in, not issues. Advocates need to be more imaginative."

And if they.were? Would the media really respond? "r get

a sense of no ris'k-taking," counters Salisbury, "because of

your quarterly stockholders reports."

to illuslrale such

a policy story.

"?vlost stories on

policy don't work

well on TV,"

says Heyward.

"Those stories

are 'lVclcsac':·they go in one ear and oul the other."

an~ual operat­

ing cost could

more tban pay

for the nation's

enlire Head Start

program. Even

more difficult is

finding tlle right

visuai clements
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N of A §t:ereot:YJIl>e

K<tren Ch<tn, 13, lives on the edge of oakl<tnd's Chin<ttown. The eighth-grader works

as a ~aitress on weekends ather parents' restaurant. To.her, a kid who is heaten up is

just '~another statistic." In hel," raciallY~lllixed junior high-~chool, wher~ cliqves

doIninate, she considers herself ~ loner and likes "people who defy stereotypes."

I see v;o!ence ar()und rne.Wt? actually run to see sonzcone shoot someone. Today after school tIeD

guys' were arguing over a di~e game and one guy was drunk and pulled a gun to shoot the other

for one dollar; So you see 50kids running toward the bus stop to see if he actually shot the guy.

It'~ kinda stupid. They don 'f think about it. Basically, it's jus/entertainment like on IT.

We can see someone get beat up and not c.are and only look out of curiosity. It's just another

statistic. The media care more about statistics than the people behind the statistics. I'd like to see

that mentality change.

The last time I was really scared was in 7tll grade. [Only a year ago.] I got ju.mped by two girls.

I was a/mid to go out of my horne even. At some point idecided I'd rather be nurn~ than scared.

Ifl stay numb I don't have to feel pain. The' only bad side of it is how people see me.

I watch local-news, Network news isn't to~ interesting. i·don't care about what is going on in othef

countries. My peers dqn't talk about world news. My big gripe is,. I don't see any Asian women in

the media. You never see them in Forbes among the top ten mdlionaires. The news media only'

portray violence or the upper class. You don't see Asian women in eithe~ becau~e of the stereotype

that they are smart, passive people. J have no idea what Asians in tMs country are doing. The news

is still dominated by while males making decisions or crime-filled inne'r-city action,
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No Reg1Ul.lar J01Ul.rnalii§{

What with hand, hallet, cheerleading, and speech contests, Shaunnah Ray is too busy

for thenewl!. Shaunnah, 13, shares an Oakland aparbn:ent with her Illother, sister,

niece and nephew; other relatives live next ·door.The Rays look. out for each other.

Shaunnall wonders why she doesn't see more people like her faIllily in the news.

Probably because ~o5t kids like her never had the cbance to hecoIlle reporters.

I don't like to practice the violin. My mom likes me to do it. She's the kind 0/ person who says i/
you start. someth ing you just can't stop it in tlze middle. Aly mom comes home real tired. sIze's

using 17Cr last bit ojenergy lor me. Aly sister's going to school and starling a singing career. I watc/l

my little niece ami nepllew after school. 1¥le can't play outside. 'Cause 0/ all tIle z;iolence. Aly rna,

she's striel in that. she doesn't want me to get hurt or kidnapped. But it's still a cool place to live.

They tell the truth on the news but they locus on the violence more than they do on the positive

things that happen in tIle community. What I want to know, is, do they look lor the violence or do

tlzey look .f~r the positive stull?

Some people just see one side o/th., picture. They see a bunch 0/ kids walking around and think

tlley're rowdy. They think I'm just a little black girl. I don't really actually kinda care. I may look

like a normal kid, you knowi with a baggy t-sh'irt and tattoos on my pants, but I already know I'm

£lonna make something 0/ myself 1 have won many gold medals. I just wrote a paper on teenage

pregnancy and it was ext~emely good.

I want to be a pediatrician or a journalist. But not a regular journalist, looking stull up in books,

covering violence. l/wt's not exciting. You always krlOu' u)",t's gonna be on - just killing. I Imnt

to do something AIEANINGFUL. Wh"re my reporting really helps somel,ody.
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ow do you tell young view~rs aboul a

particularly cruel war that is slaughtering

children just like them? Nick News, a syndicated TV

show for kids, showed a young schoolgirl reading

excerpts from her diary of life during the brutal siege of

Sarajevo. Not OIle dead body was shown, but the len

minule segment told the tragic story so well grown-up

observers criec!. "This is the hardest work I've ever

done," said Linda Ellerbee, producer of Nick News.

"You do it very much the way you do programs for

adults, but you do il beller."

Shauntla Graha..., 5th grader at the

Cox School in Oakland, California

One of the many fallacies of the news business is that

making news fbr kids is child's-play. In fact, kiJs' news

requires the detail, context and' sensitivity that many

people tl,ink is sorely missing from adult news. "Kids

arc nol couch potatoes," said John C. Wright,

professor of psychology and communication studies al

tl,e 1Jniversity of Kansas. 'They arc working very hard

to understand tl,e story, and they need as mud, help ib

they can get." But too many t~ids agree with Juslin

Van Den Berg, 15, that ('programming is forced and

palhetic, like Barney th~ Dinosaur." Only a thinl o[

preteens polled by Children Now watch news sbows for

children, and tbeir number decreases a~ tl,-ey i2r()~'

lllller. "\-x'hdl'~ nli::;::;ill~ in -:biLJr"-'ll ':" fH()~rdi1111],Il~

enough diversily," said Peggy Charren, [oumler 01
Action for Cl,ildren's Television. "It's liL.'e a Iibrarv

with just comic books."

The potential for an educalional return is obvious.

WIldt's often lacking is a ratings return thal guarantees

commitment from broadcasters and editors. "Thesc

shows didn't make as llJuch I,noney as GI Joc ancllbc\'

willncver be as popular as thc c'artoons," EIl"r!1l'c said.

Today networks host occasional primc limc spcciaLfor

.11ildrcn ..\tH..~'s :'1H.'cia] witl1 PrcsiJcnl l'linlon

attracted more than twice as rnany vicwers than did the

migl,ty \finja T miles. But there is a vacuum of regular

news and infonildtion shows. One recenl study found

thal 60 percent of the shows slated [or children in

responsc to a new federal law aircll bchwen .5: 3() and i

a.m., presumably because thal's when tIll' nelw,)rbs losc

the fewest aJverlisers amI viewers. "The lllar!,el cloL':'

not work [or kids," saiJ Kalbryn \1 on! ';:om('1'\.

president of the Center [or Meclia Education.

Newspapers, alarmecl by the sleep decline in reaclership

l
'I



enough. The Chicago T rilmne's weekly KidNews

section pulls no punches, as evinced by a page

headed Tough. News. Stories have touched on

everything from genital inutilation to parental

sexual abuse. "We are not an educational

supplement. We are a newspaper, and our job is to

present the same news that will be in tbe A

section," said the Tribune's KidN ews editor

Stephen Cvengros.

·1

r

Justin Van Den Berg,

Cbildren's Express

due to TV, are doing better. The number of papers

featuring kids' sections has grown from a handful five

years ago to an esbmated tllirty or so. Rumor has it

that even the stodgy New York Times has been

inquiring about launching a section for youths. Editors

see these pages as a way to defer what many fear i~

almost certain extinction. "It's not driven by altruism

but by the market," said \'(1ashington Post reporter

Juan Williams.

Although sueh work is still in its infancy, an

interesting debate is emerging among those who

produee news for children over just how much reality to

feed them. "We have to step back and see what value it

really has," said Jay Suber, a CNN vice president in

charge of I.ceal News for Kids. On one side are tl10se

who believe children cannot understand and should

therefore be shielded from certain J~inds of news. On

the other side are those who believe that kids can deal

with virtually any kind of news - if it is done ~ell

News does not bave to be entertaining to l100k

children, it just bas to be darn good. And it has

to provide balance. Tbat is criticalwben tile news is

sad or violent. Nearly twenty years ago Mr. Rogers

produced a groundbreabing special for prescllOolers

on assassinations. ABC recently produeed a special

on the Gulf War for similar reasons: "Kids were scar­

ed," said ABC producer Pat I.coddy. :.Jews about even

horrific. events, when done

welL can comfort children by

helping them to understand

tbeir world. "It takes an

entire community to raise a

child. Tbe media is part of

that community, too," said

David V.B. Britt, president

of the Cbildren's Television

Workshop. Tbe good news is

that more journalists are

starting to agree. The bad

news is that more need to.
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any drums.

/I'i.laa doesn 't lrant H1C l{'{JtcJling tile neLL'S because if 5 51-1- uolent. 1/ IlL.' ~t.:'L)~" Jilt.

[cant to 1121p 1-1eople, J'l~C l.11u.'L1ys u'Lu1fej llJ 112 ..{ l'!/'din SltrqL'l.)1]. It l{'llulj !,.::. likL"", inh1 rcsfing to look

inside people '$ brains, hJ 52!? Lclll1t l-~oi~.Jr tllCy (nt? J afSl) L/rL'om L1/ ['L,iIl9 1..1 ..-}rlinuncr Rut / (Iern 't have

rc-lidn 't like w/wt the story was oboul. But I tl,ink it's imp,ntanl t,1 know nJ1al is Iwppening.

'ni fezn'sh; and 1 just read tI,is story about tllCse boys that Icerekillec-l because they Z('ere Jews,

't'e always lJt?t?l1 kindaparuJ10ij 0/ like, not d rnonster t..lr dnytll1'ng, liU! of (1 person I'n my C/OEet.

Iw 'II j;'J1Ll some '?XCl(SC like [11tH\? to jo tile cJl0rcs or ,-ny 11onlcLcork. I rcoLi tIlL' pdpcrs 4.1 lot. -riley

I <llu'ays look in there al1el make sure tI", ,{oor's <III tile t{'ay sl1llt before I 90 10 l'eJ 1 Iwe{

ni911tmares b.ecause of <III tile stories about tl1e kidl1<1ppin9' I m<l,{e sure tlU! li9/1ts Irere O/l before 1

wel1t upstairs <lml tll<1t l1obody was there. I also clwL'ked be/zil1J ille doors ,mel u/leler my l'eel "nJ

stuff. I mean, Polly Klaas z{'os jusl tllis y,Jtll19 innoeenl 9i,1z"/,,' teas kidnappeel "i9Izt oul "f 11er

M.adeleine Bair, II, lives with both Iler parents and her oicier brother Jonathon, a

true pest amI pal, in a new development among tlle grassy hills of Pinole, California.

J\1.acleleine enjoys what the meclia might describe as an "oid-fasilioned, idyllic

American childllOod." She works hard at school. For fun, she rides her pinl~ mountain

bike around t11e blocb and swims in IlCr family's pooluncler a lemon tree. So far about

her worst battles have been with Bach, on !l,e piano. For '\lacleleine, the lIew" i,. d

scary but revealing peek at an entirely different world from hers.

have 1'nare positive stories inthern. I like stories about things l'rY! l'nteresh!L-l in. f 1..1/5() Il'kc articles

tl,~,t arc ".boul people like what I am.

Jl0use 1..111 ..--/ 1Ier parcJ1t~ JiJn't C[\?J7 kn..'lf U..J1Y. It ,~old.J flore l'"ll'en dn_lt!'{lJlf . It c-oul..1 f'L Uk'.

tlwt tIle neu's u'ill be l,c'Uer lr/le?n I grou' up,

I feel tlwt it's just, like, a terrible rhin9 tl,ese people killing eael, otlwr, ,1r k7Jnl'in9 ,I s,-llOol f~r

no reason. llr il it 's a reason i't's becausl! 0/ u11lJ tlll!Y ar!? Luul u,llt1t tlley look like. I ;list flope

rr t (~(o)1UllJ JBe~lc
,
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No T.V. Thoughts

At 1,8, Luis Cruz is already a seasoned journalist. A freshlllan at the University of

, Cali£ornia Berk~ley, he is one'of {our host reporters on the weekly show"Straight
, , '

Tafk 'N Teens," where he wantst~ use "the tremendous power of the tnedia to do

good." He tries to make each seglllent "thought provoking" and believes the

program's success is due to tl'e fact that the teen hosts have "real thoughts, nol

lV thoughts."

parents are from Mexico and T was raised on Spa nisll programming, Jhere ,'s only one

Spanish station and it is local. It focuses on what's going on in the cpmmunity and does a

good job, winning a loto{awards. When I used to watch it, it concentrated on what~ going on'

in jhe community: educatlon/ health, and sports. People z.patched these shows. Maybe Anglo

media c;ulJ learn som'ething /rom them.

Adult reporters can be insensitive to kids and not respect them"So kids are intimidated and

pret~nd not to care. Some repOrters may not think kids are as important as adults. They don't

give kids credit for how sm~rt they are. As a ~eporter/ I make the kids I intervie~ feel that they

have avoice and can make a difference. They don't .hold back. They have nothing to hide.

I think TV news can be powerful, It can make kids believe that ~hat they see is the truth. For

instance, being a Latina, you always see Latinos getting into trouble. And you start to believe

tA'ere's no one out there doing any good. Your se/festeem is low and now you have an excuse

for causing havoc, namely that everyone else in your race is portrayed on TVas doing wr~ng,

As a reporter, you have to pay attention to how you word things. There's a lot 0/ racial bias.

There have.to be more minority producers calling the shots.

I know in the news business, it's hard to be objective. I think you can also' be an advocate.

You can do. a lot ofgood. You ca~ produc.e shows that are thought-provoking, like ours/ and get

people to think. Thaes really TV's role, to be used as a resource in the discussion of Issues.
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Linda Ellerbee,

Lucky Duck Productions

It was suggested Lhat parenLs 11e

told how to become more respon­

sible in monitoring llews on behalf

of their children.

• Teach parents how to better

monitor the news through the

eyes of their children and en­

courage them to write or call

news outlets about their com­

plaints or concerns.

• Local TV stations might con­

sider following the lead of Sac­

ramento's KXTV, and other

stations, and refuse to air

violent video during the early

evening newscasts when kids

might be watching.

violence. The news is a product, and right now

violence sells.

On Llw topic of developing an audience of c'!lildren,

• If parents' concerns aren't

addressed, they should boyco"

news or infotai~ment. shows that use excessive

• Newsroom manCigers must make a special

effort to make news more understandable to

children. Media must work harder to put stories

into' context. Managers should try to create a

"child-safe" news product, assuming there may

not be a parent present when kids are seeing

news.

• The media should ensure

diversity of staH at the deci­

sion-making levels and include

minority kids and community kids in the news­

gathering process. This will lIelp ensure that the

media does not promulgate racism and stereo­

typing in its portrayal of kids' issues.

To first address the issue of the

\vays cl-tildYen'~ issues are (overed,

it hecame quite clear Lhat bids are

watching newscasts thaL are

primarily designed for adults and

reading n.ewspapers geared to an

adulL iludience. Editors must

become aCl\Lely aware of t11is and

acId an additional Illl'd:3Ul"l.'llll'nt t()

their decision-ma.bng process thaL

addresses fundamenLal fairness in

the coverage of kids.

•

0, what did we learn from this sun,mit meetin,:t

of high-powered media nwguls? A worl,~ing

group of attendees helped formulate the following

ideas.

. First, there seemed to be an overwhelming willingness

un the part of all the participants to re-examine the

way we botl1 cover news about bds

and create new:, products - be

lhe)' prinl l-H' l']cLtrullil-" [or <1

];~ids audience.

II

;I I
I
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there was emphatic input fr~m the children attending

the conference, and supported by the results from the

surveys thal had been conducted for the conference,

tllat kids .are seeing or reading about themselves in

negative terms, and like other critics of the media, ask

that there be more emphasis on the positive.

• Kids do not ·wish to be primarily portrayed in

stories dealing with violence, guns or drugs.

Negative coverage perpetuates hopelessness and

alienation.

• Bring kids into the news-gathering process

through the schools, communities, or local

television.

• Perhaps the Children's Television Act should

specify the need for news programs designed for

the youth audience..

• Teach kids how to co~tact the media.

• Develop full media literacy programs In the

schools.

• Set up kid roundtables.

To expand coverage of imporlanl· children's issues,

news executives, reporters and advoca tes all have to do

their part.

• News outlets should reduce the proportion of their

reporting on crime, and invest the time in sub­

stantive coverage of other equally important issues.

• Advocates need to help package information

about kids, and give reporters efllough lead

time to do a good iob.

It was generally agreed lhat the

print media is doing a better job at

this point in time in reaclling bids

and understanding the children's

marl,eL There was a strong feeling

among the attendees that this

confere.nce served a valuable

purpose, if only as a cOlysciousncss

raising exercise.

Un the subject of nexl sleps, il lVas

suggested thal Children :\ow

might conduct further surveys of

parents regarding news coverage of

violence and 11mv it is affectin,;;

their bids, l'llildren :\ow mi,;;11t

po]] bds on an annual basis to test

their reaction to news. Children

\ow rnigllt ~ponsor an annual

i.H\'anl~ hanq1.1et to 1101H)}- rnedia ror
the i r 0 u l s t a tl din:2 co,· era :2 e 0 I'
I..--llildrl'll';: i:::::::uc::: al1(1 fur illll,JYdli\T

approacbes to reaching this

audience.

We will continue to playa

walchdog role of pricking the

conscience of the media and 1001'1
'for practical solutions to improving

tIle quality of tllE' relationships

between "Cllildren and tlw \Jews

;\ledia. "

..,
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Children ::\ow is a nonpartisan policy and advocacy organization ror cbildren.

Children Now acts as a strong and independent voice for the millions of children wh,) cannol speaL lor lLcllbc.L "0 ! J..J!;
policy arena, in'the rnass rnedia and in tbc cOI1llTIunity. We focus pilrLic~llar attention on children who ilrc poor or at-ri3k.

children Now:

* Educates the public and de-cision makers about the needs 0/ chi1dren;

* Develops an(} promotes eRective strategies to impnJL·e their IiUJS;

* Generales IJeU' resources f~r cost-e/f.?Ctive programs that benefit cl'ildren and fami1ies;

* Reaches out to parents and children to in/orm them 0/opportunities to help themselves.
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